MURPITY

Bringing the

Homeless Home

1 or two decades Sharon and Bill
Murphy have been helping the
homeless by moving them into

their own home and making them
part of their F:In1i|:n'- They have taken
literally the Biblical admonition that
we are our brother's keeper. As a
result they have been blessed with
happiness and fulfillment because, in
the most personal way possible, they
have made the world a little berter
place in which to live.

It all started thirty years ago when
Rill Murpl‘ly was two months from
graduation from college. Bill came
from an affluent family and had dreams
of going on o get his MBA and follow-
ing the family tradidon. One facful
night he met a homeless man asking for
maoney with which o buy food. Bill
gave him five dollars. This led to a con-
versation in which Bill's heart went our
to the man so much that he invited
him to take shelter for the night in his
dormitory room art the college. For this
Christian act of caring, Bill was expelled
from schoal,

In the end the school gave him
his degree, but Bill's life had been
changed evermore by the experience.
“I decided thar I was going to work
with the homeless and if char was the
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case | should learn for myself whar it
felr like,” Bill remembers. “So | gave
away all my possessions, bought a bus
ticker, and ended up penniless in
Washington, DC., | started knocking
on doors until [ found a place to sleep
that night, which was called the Com-
munity for Creative Nonviolence
[CCNV]."

Around the same time, Sharon
declined a college scholarship in order
to follow her dream of helping others.
She worked as a nursing assistan in
the Midwest and eventually worked
her way to Columbia, Maryland,
where she began similar work in a
hospital. About two months larer, she

heard a speech by CCNV founder,
Ed Guinan, and .'.::unn:'lhing clicked
tor her. The next day she moved 1o
Washington, DC, and she, o, began
waorking with the organization.

As Bill and Sharon worked
together a friendship slowly devel-
oped. They discovered that they had
common values and the common
goal to do something significant with
their lives, They were married in 1977
and for several years they volunteered
together for various agencies which
served the homeless,

“Once we had our own children,”
Sharon says, "we wondered how we
could continue to serve and soill raise
a family.” The Murphys decided the
best way to do this would be 1o bring
another needy family into their own
home. “The original dream was to
have one large house—rto have a
home and to share space with another
family,” Bill says.

“We landed by grace into the
refugee community of DC. We heard of
someone who had a drop-in center in
ﬁti;m::.-.'"a!m{.';.m and we told him thar we
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“We all go around thinking someone
should do something’ but no one is doing
it. You just have to realize that you are
somebody and that you can do something

¥

one step at a time.

had a home and we had space for anodher
family. There was not any strategic plan-
ning beyond that. The first family he
refermed to us was from Mexico. They did
not speak English and we did not speak
Spamsh,” Sharon says with a chuckle.
Diespite the obstacles this experience
proved o be so wonderful thar the Mur-
phys decided to repeat it. And they did so
for family after family.

I'here came a point where the
demand became so grear and the Mur-
phys wanted to help still mare. They
decided to broaden their efforts by cre-
ating a program augmented by other
run-down houses in the neighborhood
which they could acquire for the asking
and renovare with the help of commu-
nity volunteers.

The vision was to create a pro-
gram that really worked with families,
however those families were config-
ured—whether it was a single mom
who was pregnant or parents with six
children. "We would sit down with
the family and try to determine their
needs. [f we thought we could help,
we asked them whether they wanted
to take the risk and become, in effect,
part of our family,” says Sharon.

They named their program Mary
House and their etforts were blessed with
many more families vo adopr, most of
them from Latin America. The number
of their homes has increased from one to
ten and the number of families they have
joined to their extended family ar any
one time is now 32. The number of ser-
vices they provide grew from food and
shelter to 15 supportive services, As their
efforts received publicity they received a

patchwork of donations from privare

individuals, public corporations and
from povernment—nor much but
enough o keep body and soul and
extended family wgether. Today Bill and
Sharon have the help of dozens of vol-
unteers who help them care for the 125
people, half of them children, who now
live with them.

Ball VS their program has been lim-
ited o small twnhouses intentonally,
The families they care for have been fairdy
isolared he Vs, because “you cannot
build in them a sense of belonging and
community if you place them in a build-
ing thar houses 140 families. But it can
take place in a building thar howses six.”

Mary House today provides 2 vanety
of services to its families and to the sur-
rounding community. [n addition to free
housing for the homeless, they offer low-
cost rransitional housing for lamilies who
are working and who can begin o paya

small rent. They offer workshops on
binancial management and ace as a “bank”
creating a svings program for cach fam-
ily. Mary House affters help with dothing,
furniture, job counseling, job placement,
supportive prenatal and postnatal care,
TI'H:H."HJ'iI'LgELL‘iﬂE,ﬂ [ibrary, and a vanery
of computer raining programs, They
have also sex up a summer camp for chil-
dren, which stresses academic achieve-
ment and mtoring, along with physical
activities, Sports, and recreation.

“The idea for a summer camp
came to us from one of our volunteers
four years ago. The way things work
around here is that when someone
comes up with a good idea we give
them all the positive reinforcement
that we can and tell them to make it
work,” says Sharon. The summer
camp became a reality for 18 happy
children associared with Mary House,
and also included a few from the com-
munity who wanted to come along.

Simply put, the Murphys and their
volunteers do wharever is necessary to
see to the well-being of their house-
guests, In doing so they help make life
better for everyone. “We all go around
thinking ‘someone should do some-
thing' but no one is doing it. You just
have to realize that vou are somebody
and that you can do something one step
at a time, says Bill. L]
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